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THE   CONDEMNED 

A  LAST  CONFESSION 

SO  I  must  die  to-morrow  and  you  live. 
How  small  a  thing  it  seems,  when  all  is  said 
And  the  last  moment  come  that  we  must  tot 
The  balance  up,  for  and  against  the  world, 
That  we  should  die  to  pains  and  hatreds,  pass 
Clean  out  of  this  dark  vault  of  ruined  hopes. 
There's  a  deep  kindness  in  this  hurried  death 
Which  takes  us  by  the  throat  and  flings  us  out 
Where  no  remembrance  is  of  traitor  passion, 
And  all's  smoothed  like  a  level  lawn  at  night, 
Where  we  nor  joy  nor  trouble,  but  lie  still 
As  water  draining  darkly  through  the  earth. 
So  little  love  is  there  to  hold  me  back, 
So  frail  a  thread  I  shall  not  feel  it  snap 
When  the  rope  pulls  taut  and  I  am  left  to  dangle, 
So  little  love,  O  God,  and  so  much  hate 
To  bid  me  plunge  blindfold  from  its  lurid  glare 
Into  the  deepest  pit,  to  burn  away 
In  a  livid  dusk  of  lime. 

Yet  I  would  write 
Somewhat  before  I  die.     It  is  not  just 
My  name  should  bear  the  crop  of  weedy  lies 
Men's  tongues  sow  broadcast  in  a  shallow  soil. 
They  judge  but  ill  who  judge  not  from  the  heart, 
And  none  have  known  my  heart,  save  one  perhaps, 
Who  broke  it  in  her  hands  as  worthless  ware. 
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And  thence  comes  all  the  ruin.     For  I  swear 
I  am  not  evil,  as  the  hangman  deems, 
And  the  grey  judge  with  wrinkled  passive  face, 
Or  the  rabble  clamouring  in  the  street.     I  know 
That  I  have  done  deeds,  priced  at  a  scummy  death, 
But  they  have  sprung  from  evil  not  my  own, 
Or  but  a  portion  mine,  three  parts  the  world's. 
And  ere  I  go,  I'd  search  the  heart  of  wrong, 
Square  up  the  account  between  my  soul  and  fate, 
My  error  and  the  world's  brute  circumstance, 
That  so  I  may  meet  God,  if  God  there  be, 
Less  craven  than  if  darkness  took  me  dumb. 
And  you,  Francesca,  whom  I  now  have  loved 
To  the  death,  in  more  than  any  idle  phrase, 
Tasting  the  sweets  of  love's  high  bitterness, 
Until  its  poison  slew  me,  you  should  know 
What  ill  thing  you  have  done,  you  coming  last, 
The  crown  and  curse  of  all  my  fretful  days, 
Who  might  have  made  a  heaven  of  my  hell, 
But  rather  painted  it  more  black  by  far, 
And  filled  it  with  dancing  flame. 

How  little  fit 
Is  any  woman  to  have  care  of  a  soul ! 
The  strong  man  rules  you,  but  the  weak  you  mar 
As  a  bad  sculptor  mars  the  faulty  stone 
With  hasty,  careless  chisel.     And  I  was  weak 
And  desperate  for  the  healing  food  of  love, 
In  that  one  want  so  pinched  and  starved,  else  bold, 
Beyond  what  other  men  are  like  to  be  ; 
And  you,  Francesca,  played  upon  my  hunger 
As  one  that  tempted  a  wild,  famished  dog 
With  show  of  kindness,  only  to  take  lash 
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And  beat  it  off,  as  the  whim  passed  away. 
O  God,  it  is  an  awful  thing  to  love  ! 
Better  it  were  to  live  in  the  uncared  waste 
Of  some  bleak  solitude,  nor  ever  hear 
The  voice  of  peace  or  passion  shaping  words 
That  take  the  rash  heart  captive,  than  to  love, 
And  loving  learn  to  hate  and  hating  die. 
They  bare  their  souls  to  cruel  cunning  chance 
Who  dare  to  love,  they  spin  a  thousand  threads 
About  their  hearts,  drawing  them  ever  tighter 
With  each  sight,  touch,  and  kiss.     Until  at  last 
Fate  laughing  takes  a  knife  and  cuts  all  through. 
For  when  love  proves  a  lie,  its  very  sweets 
That  were  more  rich  to  the  taste  of  hope  and  faith 
Than  honey  sucked  by  summer  wandering  bee 
From  bashful  flower  uncurled  to  the  sun's  caress, 
Prove  sourer  than  the  juice  of  acid  herbs, 
Than  fatal  berries  in  a  wintry  hedge. 

Francesca,  I  am  glad  that  there  is  little 

For  memory  to  cling  to  in  this  cell. 

A  glove,  a  kerchief,  or  a  strip  of  silk 

That  braided  once  your  hair  or  trimmed  your  waist 

Would  drive  me  mad,  I  think,  sharpening  my  pain 

As  the  whetstone  does  the  steel.     A  scrap  of  paper 

Scrawled  with  your  fickle  hand's  stray  characters 

Would  be  enough  to  scorch  my  eyeballs  out. 

O  it  is  hell,  even  to  let  fancy  play 

Upon  the  thought  of  the  soft  tide  of  air 

That  ebbs  behind  your  raiment  as  you  walk. 

The  very  dust  you  tread  with  rapid  step 

Is  in  my  mind  a  path  of  jagged  flints 
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Whereon  I  run  barefoot.     I  must  not  think  ; 

I  must  not  tempt  the  cruel  image  lying 

Ready  to  stab,  if  I  but  turn  its  way. 

Ah  !  well  it  is  that  few  have  loved  me  ever, 

And  some  have  died,  and  more  have  proven  false, 

And  all  have  passed  away  and  left  me  quiet ; 

I  am  alone  and  memory  dies  to-morrow. 

And  yet,  Francesca,  I  would  have  you  know 

That  you  have  done  a  devilish  thing  ;  although 

The  world  may  pity  you  consolingly, 

Murmuring  I  was  a  madman  or  a  villain, 

Or  something  of  the  two  with  a  dash  of  fool, — 

I  say  that  you  have  done  a  devilish  thing. 

"  Ah,  how  ?  "  you  plead,  with  that  shrill  questioning  cry 

As  of  a  wild  bird  caught  in  a  brutal  gin  : 

"  How  could  I  scheme  aught  devilish  ?     I  who  never 

Have  raised  a  ringer  against  creature  living 

Nor  plotted  any  ill  that  I  have  known  ? 

No,  true,  you  were  too  weak  for  that,  too  frail 

Even  to  dare  the  venture  of  a  wrong 

Because  you  willed  it  bravely.     Ever  you  took 

No  thought  for  what  you  did  ;  you  were  a  reed 

On  which  the  wind  played  softly,  making  music 

Sweeter  than  you  dreamed,  a  piece  of  earth 

Moulded  by  sun  and  rainstorm,  sad  or  gay 

As  the  elements  made  sport  with  you,  and  chance 

O'erruled  the  game.     You  loved  this  weakness  too, 

As  a  child  loves  the  privilege  of  its  years 

To  coax  an  angry  elder  to  be  kind. 

It  gave  your  beauty  just  that  tender  touch 

Of  poignancy,  which  baits  the  brute  in  man 
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To  be  more  brutal,  and  the  God,  where  'tis, 
To  be  more  godlike,  answering  to  your  need 
With  a  blind  star-born  flash  of  chivalry. 
For  so  you,  weak,  do  waver  'twixt  two  poles, 
Alluring  now  the  strong  in  savagery, 
And  now  appealing  to  the  strong  in  grace 
For  aid,  when  first  you  know  lust  wide-awake, 
Biting  the  darkness  with  his  sultry  fangs. 
Rash  ride  you  in  your  foolishness,  till  comes 
The  certain  hurt,  and  then  your  poor  nerves  quail 
And  you  are  wild  with  terror  as  the  sea 
That  scents  the  cruel  coming  of  the  storm, 
And  frets  and  foams,  as  if  its  fearful  waves 
Would  break  their  bonds  and  on  the  air  fly  free. 

It  was  just  then,  Francesca,  to  the  moment, 

That  fate  threw  us  together,  and  you  cried 

Beseechingly  to  me,  like  a  stricken  bird 

Fluttering  upon  dark  waters.     Your  trembling  voice 

Broke  in  upon  my  heart,  as  a  long-pent  tide 

That  sudden  brims  a  reef  and  grandly  sweeps 

Down  a  rough  incline  to  a  dusty  cove. 

My  strength  went  out  to  you,  because  it  knew 

The  desperate  lot  of  weakness,  and  love  sprang 

Into  bright  flower  upon  the  soil  of  need. 

And  now  the  flower  is  blasted,  as  the  soil 

Has  crumbled  away  :  and  to-morrow  I  must  die. 

Yet  for  that  old  love's  sake,  for  that  true  flame 
Of  charity  we  once  did  fan  together, 
Although  I  say  that  you  have  done  a  thing 
Devilish  in  the  eyes  of  truth,  yet  I  will  tell 
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Briefly  my  tale,  as  if  all  hurt  were  past 

And  we  were  sitting  over  a  winter  fire 

In  quiet  old  age,  as  once  I  dreamed  we  might, 

Talking  of  our  two  lives  stretching  away 

Like  a  moss-grown  path  across  the  darkening  wold, 

Aught  rough  in  them  smoothed  out,  their  toil  forgot, 

And  all  their  fortune  and  disaster  veiled 

In  the  faint  glow  of  evening. 

True  it  is 
That  you  could  never  guess  how  passionate 
My  hunger  was  for  love,  when  first  you  turned 
With  that  quick  gesture  of  appealing  grace 
Which  made  my  heart  your  slave  for  evermore, 
My  manhood  your  sworn  minister.     There  is 
In  each  of  us  some  spot  to  the  winds  of  chance 
Naked  and  undefended.     We  know  not 
Our  patch  of  weakness,  till  the  fatal  blow 
Has  fallen  and  our  armoury  is  pierced. 
So  my  fierce  craving  for  the  food  of  love 
Scarce  tasted  through  the  bleak  course  of  my  years 
Laid  my  heart  bare  for  your  small  dagger-point. 
I  was  bleached  dry  to  take  the  first  stray  spark 
Flying  in  the  air,  and  leap  up  to  a  blaze. 
And  then  chance  willed  that  you,  so  frail  and  fair. 
Were  coarsely  used,  dishonoured  by  a  churl 
In  whose  gross  flesh  the  spirit  was  quite  quenched. 
For  he,  whom  never  on  earth  I  name  again, 
Whom  I  have  hurried  hellward,  and  must  follow 
To-morrow  in  the  judgment  of  the  world, — 
The  villain  from  whose  bonds  you  begged  release 
Shuddering,  lest  his  step  should  sound  on  the  stair 
Even  as  you  pleaded — he  and  his  brutal  face 
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Awoke  in  me  the  strength  of  fury,  filled 

Body  and  soul  with  such  a  tide  of  rage 

At  thought  that  he  should  dare  to  soil  the  fame 

Of  your  fine  beauty,  that  in  fancy  then 

I  had  my  hands  about  his  neck.     Alas  ! 

I  dreamed  not  that  it  even  should  be  so. 

But  borne  upon  the  crest  of  this  my  rage 

Love  like  a  tall  ship  trimmed  with  crowded  sail 

Rode  proudly,  flinging  from  her  sides  the  foam 

In  a  shower  of  silver,  free  as  the  elements 

Of  wind,  and  light,  and  water.      O  Francesca, 

I  dare  not  think  how  then  I  loved,  how  dear 

Was  love's  reply  upon  your  laughing  lips. 

I  saw  the  world  in  all  its  beauty  new 

That  day  the  witching  light  within  your  eyes 

First  answered  mine.     I  had  not  known  such  light 

Through  all  the  grey  half-darkness  of  my  years. 

It  was  as  if  upon  my  soul  there  dawned 

The  first  bright  morning  of  created  time, 

And  with  a  shrill  surprise  I  saw  the  fields 

All  starred  with  sunshine,  drank  the  spray  of  song 

From  the  woods'  green  waves,  and  knelt  to  a  nodding^ 

flower. 
Within  my  brain  the  quick  thoughts  chased  each  other 
Like  butterflies  in  the  limpid  air  of  June, 
Life  danced  in  all  my  limbs  and  in  my  heart 
Made  music  with  the  murmuring  melody 
Of  winds  and  leaves  and  babbling  streams.     I  seemed 
To  walk  on  air,  and  load  my  hands  with  stars. 

Ah  !  how  is  it,  Francesca,  that  you  women 
Despise  us  when  we  love  you  overmuch  ? 
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I  was  your  slave.     Your  beauty  was  to  me 

More  fine  than  any  poem,  rarer  far 

Than  page  or  picture  fashioned  cunningly 

By  some  old  master,  living  for  his  art. 

As  soon  would  I  have  pricked  your  flesh,  as  taken 

A  knife  and  slashed  a  perfect  canvas  through, 

A  chisel  to  mar  the  touch  of  Phidias. 

I  held  not  with  the  vulgar,  who  make  love 

A  cruel  tyranny,  a  sport  of  strength 

To  trample  upon  weakness — rather  swore, 

Even  while  the  hot  blood  tingled  to  my  head, 

That  love  crowned  strength  with  beauty,  as  the  star 

Of  evening  comes  to  soothe  the  angry  sea. 

And  so  because  I  thrust  the  tiger  down, 

Nor  once  betrayed  the  shadow  of  his  claws, 

You  deemed  I  lacked  the  honest  touch  of  the  brute 

Nature  within  you  craved  for.     You  grew  tired 

Of  such  a  mannerly  lover,  nursed  the  thought 

Of  him  I  had  supplanted  at  your  call, 

And  his  black  countenance  with  the  beast  stamped  plain 

On  nose,  and  cheek  and  lip,  in  memory 

Grew  dear  as  danger  tasted  long  ago. 

And  then  he  came  again,  and  all  the  love 

Which  you  had  whispered  wildly  in  my  arms 

Faded  clean  out,  as  a  weakly  taper  snuffed 

By  a  gust  of  wind.     You  yielded  like  a  flower 

Caught  in  the  muddy  flow  of  a  swollen  stream 

There  to  be  bent  and  twisted  in  fierce  flux, 

And  flung  at  last  upon  an  oozing  shore. 

But  in  that  hour,  when  the  very  soul  of  love 

And  all  her  fair,  chaste  honour  knew  outrage, 

The  manhood,— call  it  brute  if  so  you  will — 
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That  lurked  within  me,  suddenly  sprang  forth 
Full  armed  with  blazing  anger  in  the  face 
Of  sordid  shame,  crowding  its  secret  power 
Into  one  monstrous  act,  one  savage  deed 
Of  hate  in  love's  high  service.     And  for  that 
The  gibbet  waits  me.     Even  now  in  the  dark 
Surely  it  creaks,  as  the  wind  comes  over  the  hill. 

But,  O  Francesca,  what  a  waste  is  here, 

What  piteous  foolishness,  that  I  should  die 

Because  I  could  not  bear  dishonour  done 

To  the  love  I  showered  upon  you  !     I  had  lived 

So  long  without  the  joy  of  love.     It  filled 

My  heart  as  a  laughing  stream  tightly  dammed  up, 

That  not  a  trickle  should  creep  through  to  ease 

The  press  of  waters,  when  with  a  glance,  a  motion, 

A  scarce-seen  tremor  of  your  lips  as  you  spoke, 

Suddenly  the  barrier  fell,  and  oh  ! 

The  glory  of  the  glistening  waves  that  curled 

In  the  bright  sunlight  round  about  your  feet, 

Folding  you  in  a  mist  of  fire,  the  flame 

Of  Beauty's  self  that  clothes  the  world  in  light. 

I  saw  you  not  but  as  a  sign  of  love 

Inscribed  upon  the  earth  by  God's  own  hand  ; 

And  when  you  failed  me,  it  was  as  if  you  took 

The  very  devil  for  mate,  and  in  his  arms 

Muddied  the  grace  of  heaven  for  evermore. 

And  yet  it  is  an  awful  thing,  that  love 
Should  stoop  to  such  a  deed  as  to  slay  a  man. 
Though  he  were  half  a  beast  and  wholly  vile, 
And  now  lies  rotting  in  a  drift  of  soil, 
Yet  has  he  conquered,  seeing  that  he  made 
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Love  false  to  her  high  nature,  in  the  act 

That  silenced  him.     In  truth  I  do  confess 

My  blindness  here.     We  injure  but  ourselves 

Who  play  the  fiend  to  stamp  the  dark  sin  out. 

I  see  we  may  not  foulest  lust  avenge 

Save  by  the  dauntless  light  of  love,  that  shines 

Unwavering,  even  when  night  rears  black  with  storm, 

Shooting  its  radiant  beams  through  the  fogs  of  sin 

And  death,  and  cloudy  suffering.     All  else 

Is  vain  as  the  senseless  wind  that  wails  and  moans 

About  the  world  it  tears  with  hasty  hands. 

But  oh,  Francesca,  though  remembrance  flays 

My  heart  anew  with  hunger  and  remorse, 

Though  even  now  my  body  seems  alive 

With  passion,  nerves  strained  taut  and  limbs  aquiver 

At  thought  of  all  I  gave  to  you  and  lost, 

Of  all  you  toyed  with,  till  you  tired  of  the  game, 

And  broke  the  toy  in  pieces,  yet  as  death 

Comes  groping  to  me  through  these  last  grey  hours 

It  is  as  if  he  were  a  kind  physician 

Who  would  ease  my  pain,  and  make  my  parting  seem 

More  like  a  gentle  drifting  into  sleep 

Than  any  frantic  tug  of  the  flesh  away 

From  the  earth  it  loved.     For  from  my  tired  sense 

All  swollen  passion  ebbs.     No  more  I  care, 

If  baseness  triumph.     Only  pity  stays 

Viewing  a  stricken  battlefield,  whereon 

The  dead  lie  still,  fainter  the  dying  moan, 

And  the  kind  stars  smile  in  heaven,  knowing  this 

Is  but  a  little  dream  of  strife  fought  out 

Between  a  host  of  phantoms. 
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Yet,  Francesca, 
Had  you  been  faithful  to  me,  had  you  guessed, 
Before  it  all  was  curdled  into  hate, 
The  power  of  loving,  wild  as  the  sea's  deep  race, 
That  surged  within  me,  we  had  lit  together 
So  bright  a  flame  as  never  in  all  time 
Has  beckoned  through  the  ages  from  the  crests 
Of  those  great  peaks,  the  souls  of  mighty  lovers, 
Whose  joy  and  daring  fills  the  world  with  song. 

Now  all  my  music  is  gone  out  of  me  ; 

Never  again  shall  dawn  or  twilight  peace, 

Or  laughing  eyes,  or  kind  words  murmured  low, 

Play  on  my  sense,  or  touch  the  strings  of  my  heart 

To  trembling  melody.     The  thousand  notes 

That  blended  once,  and  which  men  called  my  life, 

Are  silenced — all  save  one  which  to-morrow  morn 

The  hangman  will  pluck  roughly,  and  with  a  lunge 

Shatter  the  lyre  in  pieces.     I  am  too  tired 

To  honour  death  with  anguish,  not  his  due, 

To  count  the  few  hours  left  me,  ere  the  debt 

Of  all  past  error  is  paid  up,  squared  straight, 

And  I  no  more  a  bankrupt  am  of  hope, 

Of  honour  and  of  love,  but  stand  anew 

At  the  gates  of  all  the  ages,  or  their  goal. 

Death  is  a  little  moment  stol'n  from  time, 

And  time  is  everlasting.     It  sweeps  on 

Like  a  mighty  river  taking  us  on  its  tide  ; 

And  when  we  die,  we  turn  upon  a  ripple, 

As  a  leaf  twirls  in  an  eddy  without  pause, 

Hearing  afar  the  deep  call  of  the  sea. 

It  may  be  we  shall  drown  there,  sucked  away 
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Beneath  the  broad  swell  heaving  over  space, 

Sense  swallowed  up  in  darkness,  or  in  light 

Burnt  up,  as  sickness  in  the  sun's  pure  rays  ; 

This  little  mind,  its  cogs  and  whirring  wheels, 

All  splintered  by  the  great  force  running  through, 

Creation's  mighty  pulse  like  a  hammer  striking 

Our  petty  heart-beats  out.     Little  I  care  : 

Better  it  were  to  crumble  into  loam, 

To  change  bright  eyes,  broad  brow,  and  cunning  hands, 

The  limb's  swift  motion  and  the  blood's  soft  glow, 

Into  a  patch  of  dull  earth,  moist  and  cold, 

Than  live  in  a  spring  world  loveless,  or  the  prey 

Of  senseless  chance,  that  winds  us  in  coiled  nets 

Which  we  must  tear  asunder  to  our  hurt, 

Adding  one  pain  more  to  the  endless  tale 

Of  human  wrong  and  torture. 

I  am  glad 
To  quit  so  bleak  a  world.     Whate'er  may  come, 
Bliss  or  annihilation,  it  were  good 
After  the  shivering  journey  I  have  made, 
Beneath  the  clouded  stars  that  span  this  earth, 
And  its  brief  sunshine,  turning  swift  to  rain. 

I  die,  you  live,  Francesca.     It  is  strange 

How  fortune  loads  the  dice,  and  how  men  judge 

The  guilty  in  the  game,  and  how  they  prosper, 

Who  grasp  with  both  hands  rudely,  and  an  eye 

For  ever  open  to  their  own  small  gain, 

While  those  are  doomed  who  cherish  a  warmer  heart 

And  leap  to  another,  crying  in  the  dark. 

I  scorn  the  little  throb  in  the  flesh,  the  prick 

Of  this  small  needle,  death.     And  yet  men  think 
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That  they  have  laid  the  worst  upon  me,  drenched 
My  quaking  soul  in  terror,  and  at  last 
Pelted  me  out  of  life,  as  they  would  drive 
A  thieving  cur  with  stones  and  curses  hence. 
But  you  they  leave  the  gift  they  deem  most  precious, 
This  ounce  of  throbbing  life  I  lose  to-morrow, 
And  garnish  it  with  pity  and  tender  words, 
Because,  it  seems,  you  have  looked  in  the  withering  eyes 
Of  jealousy,  the  basilisk  that  lured 
Your  wanton  to  his  doom.     So  says  the  world, 
And  will  say  as  I  burn  away  in  lime, 
And  not  one  friend  in  all  this  earth  remain 
To  start  up  boldly  and  call  out,  "  You  lie  !  " 
And  you  are  weak,  Francesca  ;   soon  enough 
The  lie  so  oft  repeated  will  slip  safe 
Into  the  drifting  multitude  that  throng 
Your  shallow  heart.     And  yet  I  think  to-night, 
If  you  should  dare  remember  how  I  spend 
My  last  hours  on  this  earth  in  a  bare,  damp  cell, 
With  a  warder's  eye  through  yonder  grating  fixed, 
Even  now  as  I  sit  and  ponder  the  whole  tale 
Of  how  I  loved  and  why  and  whence  the  ruin, — 
The  truth  would  not  escape  you  ;  just  to-night 
Its  plain,  white  candour  would  clothe  your  shifty  mind, 
And  you  would  loathe  the  things  that  you  have  done. 

For  whence  came  this  broad  breach  in  the  walls  that 

hemmed 
My  life  from  the  passions,  which  ever  like  wild  wolves 
Prowl  in  the  wide  dark,  snarling  with  fangs  obscene, 
Hungry,  with  bloodshot  eyes  ?     It  came,  you  say, 
From  my  weak,  hasty  hands,  that  anger  drove 
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To  do  a  bloody  deed.     'Tis  true,  I  killed 

A  man,  half  brute,  because  he  killed  my  love, 

And  he  that  murders  love  is  dead  already. 

It  was  a  foolish  deed — no  more  ;  his  life 

Was  worthless  in  the  scales  of  truth.     I  served 

Only  to  toss  it  on  the  dungheap,  erring 

In  this,  because  I  snatched  the  deed  from  God, 

Who  slays  in  His  good  time.     Yet  there  was  strength 

Working  in  this  weakness.     For  I  know 

That  as  I  felt  the  gross  life  ebbing  out 

Beneath  my  hands  too  strong  to  loose  their  grasp, 

Though  horror  shuddered  shrinking  through  my  limbs, 

It  seemed  that  I  had  struck  a  blow  for  love 

Which  the  ages  would  remember,  naming  me 

Among  the  glorious  in  the  rout  of  time, 

Who  strove  for  love's  high  honour  to  the  death. 

And  yet  I  erred  ;  'tis  easy  so  to  say 

In  the  after-glance.     Love  bids  us  bear  all  things, 

Even  her  own  outrage,  though  it  seem 

A  dastard  deed,  making  the  bold  blood  boil, 

Because  no  threat  of  shame  can  touch  her  soul, 

And  she  must  triumph,  pure,  inviolate 

At  longer  range  than  the  moment's,  when  at  last 

The  puny  flesh  is  withered  up,  and  all 

Its  foolishness  ruled  out  of  reckoning. 

I  erred,  yet  with  the  strength  of  manhood  kindled 
To  burn  the  saint  up  in  a  cleansing  fire, 
And  hunt  a  deed  of  darkness  from  the  earth, 
Flouting  heaven  awhile.     But  you,  Francesca, — 
How  stand  you  in  this  audit  ?     You  who  live 
Caressed  by  the  world's  false  tongue,  when  I  am  chased 
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Deathward  with  curses.     Were  you  then  so  strong  ? — 

That  men  should  whisper  as  they  see  you  pass, 

"  There  goes  one  who  has  suffered  much,  endured 

The  worst  that  rancid  passion  could  conspire, 

Yet  kept  her  nature  sweet  in  a  sour  world, 

Like  a  bird  with  white  wings  draggled  in  a  storm, 

That  flutters  up  again  in  the  pale  sun's  gleam 

With  timid,  tired  song  when  the  rain  is  past  "  ? 

No,  no,  Francesca,  there  was  never  a  quiver 

Of  strength  or  purpose  in  your  wistful  grace, 

Nor  in  the  melting  prayer  that  seemed  to  float, 

Like  April's  blue,  in  the  heaven  of  your  eyes. 

You  take  the  blind  world  captive,  as  you  snared 

Me  and  the  fool  I  murdered,  in  the  web 

Of  your  so  cunning  frailty.     You  are  black 

With  the  lust  you  woke  in  him,  the  hate  in  me. 

You  have  done  a  deed  more  devilish  than  us  all, 

Because  you  floated  like  a  weed  in  the  stream, 

And,  as  a  magnet,  drew  the  powers  of  life 

To  jig  with  them  for  pleasure.     You  were  a  lie 

Veiled  subtly  in  the  flesh's  deliciousness, 

And  we — two  honest  truths  that  took  the  bait, 

He  for  lust's  sake,  with  the  candour  of  the  brute, 

And  I  for  love's,  the  bondslave  of  a  dream. 

We  die,  you  live,  still  blind  to  what  you  do, 

Because  the  world  is  mortared  up  with  lies, 

And  they  that  tear  a  crumbling  piece  away 

Threaten  the  tottering  wall,  and  must  be  crushed. 

And  yet  it  is  too  late  to  teach  you  now. 

You  would  not  understand,  though  I  could  talk 

Calmly  to  you  through  a  long  summer  day, 
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In  some  quiet  place  where  lulling  waters  flow, 

And  all  the  bitter  past  is  by  magic  cleansed 

Of  the  filth  it  harbours.     You  are  too  weak  to  learn 

Even  beneath  the  rod  of  life  :  you  take 

The  weals  of  hateful  chance  as  the  sand  takes 

The  coming  and  the  going  of  the  tide, 

Now  wrinkled  and  now  smooth  again  and  shining, 

As  if  the  waves  had  never  bared  their  teeth. 

It  is  too  late  to  teach,  too  late  to  curse, 

Or  search  out  hungrily  the  haunts  of  wrong. 

There  is  no  wrong  on  earth  save  only  hate, 

That  stems  the  stream  of  love.     So  let  me  go 

From  earth,  loving  all  things  that  are,  condemning 

Nothing.     You  were  a  bright  child  lost  in  the  moil 

Of  life's  fierce  whirlpool.     We  are  children  all, 

Who  strut  our  little  day  in  a  dusty  world, 

And  then  are  put  to  sleep.     You  could  not  know 

The  havoc  that  you  wrought.     It  matters  not. 

Death  will  soon  lighten  all,  smooth  out  the  creases 

Life's  rough  and  tumble  made  in  us,  wash  clean 

The    cruel    stains,  where   we   fell   face   down   in   the 

mire. 
We  shall  be  strong  then  in  the  glance  of  God 
Folding  us  round  with  sunshine.     We  shall  need 
No  more  the  fighter's  thews,  the  sentry's  wit, 
The  generous  heart's  alertness,  the  shrewd  light 
This  dark  earth  claims,  if  we  would  walk  unsoiled, 
Nor  ever  bring  a  tear  to  human  cheek. 
For  then  we  shall  be  neither  weak  nor  strong, 
But  God  shall  fill  us  with  His  brimming  life, 
And  like  the  strings  of  a  harp  that  trembling  turn 
The  soft,  cool  breeze  of  evening  into  song, 


THE   CONDEMNED  27 

We  shall  take  His  music  throbbing  in  the  air, 
And  let  it  shape  the  stature  of  our  souls. 

All's  over  now  between  us,  and  I  go 

Quietly  as  one  that  braves  a  house  of  death. 

I  deemed  you  once  an  angel,  treading  the  clouds 

All  edged  with  gold,  as  at  sundown,  winged  and  wise. 

You  were  not  so  ;  and  yet  my  dream  held  truth, 

Because  love  wrought  it  out  of  deep  desire. 

And  since  I  deemed  you  so,  and  now  must  die, 

For  that  I  killed  the  creature  whose  rough  hands 

Shattered  my  dream,  I  still  will  cherish  it. 

Let  that  bright  vision  to  my  dying  eyes 

Spell  comfort,  faith,  and  make  the  last  step  easy, 

As  if  I  walked  straight  out  of  this  dark  cell 

Into  heaven's  daylight,  and  found  my  vision  there 

Waiting  to  greet  me,  pure  and  true  and  smiling, 

As  I  once  knew  you,  dreamed  you  in  the  flesh. 

I  will  forget  that  ever  I  awoke 

To  learn  I  walked  with  phantoms. 

But  why  comes 
The  governor  now  ?     Why  rings  the  prison  bell  ? 
Ah  !  the  grey  daylight  creeps  in  at  the  door  ; 
How  fast  the  night  has  flown  !     It  is  farewell 
To  life's  brief  nightmare.     Waits  me  heaven  or  hell  ? 
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The  Persons  : 
GOD. 

Corso  Donati      .     An  Italian  Nobleman. 
Piccarda     .  .     His  Sister — a  Nun. 

The  scene  is  laid  in  a  room  in  Corso  Donati 's  house — 
Corso  is  discovered  standing  with  his  back  to  the  folding 
doors.  Piccarda,  clothed  in  a  religious  habit  and  closely 
veiled,  is  huddled  trembling  in  a  small  alcove  by  the 
window.     She  has  just  ceased  to  sob. 

The  hour  is  close  upon  midnight. 

Piccarda  (softly) 

Why  have  you  done  this,  brother,  why  so  cruelly 

Snatched  me  from  peace  back  into  this  rude  world  ? 

I  am  not  happy  here.     For  I  would  be 

With  God,  who  never  is  unkind,  but  bears 

All  things  with  a  quiet  smile  and  knows  not  sin. 

Corso 

You  are  a  madwoman,  sister,  and  I  would  cure 

This  brooding  malady,  this  God-sickness 

That  pales  your  cheeks  and  takes  you  from  the  cheer 
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Of  the  pulsing  seasons.    Your  woman's  blood  runs  thin 

Because  you  have  not  bathed  in  the  world's  stream 

That  wells  up  from  the  roots  of  time  and  change 

And  takes  us  on  its  current,  singing  blithe 

In  the  bickering  sunlight,  plunging  into  shade, 

And  running  rapt  and  silent  'neath  the  stars. 

But  in  a  forest  backwater  you  drowse, 

A  dark  pool  overgrown  with  weeds  and  slime, 

And  worship  the  dead  image  of  a  dream. 

Amid  such  ghosts  you  die 

Piccarda 

No,  brother,  live 
A  thousand  times  more  truly  than  you  live, 
Or  those  that  are  the  flotsam  on  time's  stream, 
So  tensely  live  that  to  your  hasty  sight 
I  seem  indeed  as  idle  as  the  corpse, 
That  lies  so  still,  while  death's  new  life  pours  in 
With  cleansing  waters.     I  from  time  am  gone 
And  in  the  sunny  spaces  of  the  soul 
Hear  the  sweet  fall  of  music,  which  is  still 
As  silence  is,  yet  voluble  as  song. 

Corso 

This  is  delusion,  sister.     For  if  we  go 
From  out  the  fellowship  of  days  and  hours 
And  little  fretting  cares  and  natural  joy, 
Nor  look  on  beauty  in  the  human  form, 
Nor  flush  with  sudden  rapture  at  a  flower, 
Nor  ache  with  baffled  longing,  nor  desire 
Things  warm  with  the  kind  comfort  of  the  flesh, 
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Lips  made  for  kissing,  eyes  that  swim  in  tears, 

Or  eager  passion  cruel  as  the  sea, 

But  strong  with  the  sea's  hungry  hardihood, 

We  do  deny  our  earth's  nobility. 

They  are  dead  men  who  ache  too  soon  for  heaven 

And  ghosts  before  their  time. 

Piccarda 

But  why  then  seize 
A  happy  ghost  that  haunts  the  unpeopled  dark 
And  into  garish  day  compel  it  ?     Know 
That  I  have  died  to  earth  these  many  months  ; 
My  soul  is  gone  to  heaven,  and  there  abides 
Beyond  all  doubt  entranced.     You  cannot  bring 
The  dead  back  to  your  warm  familiar  hearth 
Though  all  the  earth  about  you  tossed  in  song 
And  all  her  teeming  millions  cried  delight. 
And  I  am  as  the  dead  are.     My  soul  thrills 
In  other  worlds  than  yours.     It  is  too  late  ; 
Brother,  have  mercy  now  ;  it  is  too  late  ; 
Restore  me  to  that  place  of  cool  retreat 
Whence  you  have  pilfered  me.     For  when  you  came 
With  those  dark  ruffians  but  an  hour  ago 
And  snatched  me  from  the  convent's  holy  calm 
While  the  pure  sleep  of  innocence  brimmed  all 
The  quiet  cells  and  dreaming  cloisters  through, 
I  was  at  prayer,  and  happy,  though  alone 
With  heaven  and  my  own  soul.     For  then  I  feared 
Nothing,  being  safe  with  God.     But  here  I  am 
An  outcast  and  an  exile  from  my  home. 
By  this  meek  habit  that  so  gratefully  folds 
My  frailty  from  the  curious,  by  this  veil 
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In  which  I  wed  a  heavenly  bridegroom  once, 
Beyond  the  changing  course  of  wind  and  tide, 
Have  mercy  ;  for  my  soul  would  be  at  peace. 

Corso 

You  err  in  this.     Yes,  girl,  I  am  no  fool, 

Nor  hard,  as  men  go,  on  the  whims  of  fools. 

And  yet  I  say,  your  mind  is  twisted  here, 

Like  a  young  briar  that  would  grow  up  straight 

Beneath  the  arched  blue  heavens,  but  may  not  so, 

Because  a  jutting  roof  of  lichened  stone 

Thrusts  back  its  soaring  branches.     So  your  sense 

Is  starved  and  sickened  and  you  dream  of  heaven 

As  one  that  sleeps  with  fever.     Only  wake 

And  see  earth's  dawn  rise  twinkling  through  the  mists 

On  April's  slender  blossom,  only  hear 

The  hedgerows  shiver  in  the  breeze  of  song, 

And  you  shall  find  your  soul  is  in  your  sense 

Like  music  in  the  lyre's  tense  quivering  strings, 

And  you  shall  know  God  better  then,  I  warrant, 

When  your  strong  pulse  beats  out  a  natural  measure 

Than  when  it  flutters  like  a  flame  in  the  wind. 

Piccarda 

This  is  but  idle  talk.     No  pulse  I  know, 

No  flame  but  that  which  burns  through  all  the  host 

Of  rapturous  stars  that  serve  about  God's  throne. 

Corso  {coldly) 

Then  I  must  be  more  cruel.     I  perceive 
I  may  not  lead  you  kindly,  as  I  would, 
By  gentle  hints  bending  your  woman's  will 
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To  wiser  inclination.     You  are  gone 

Too  far  for  that  in  ways  of  foolishness, 

And  I  must  be  more  cruel,  as  fate  is, 

And  nature  and  the  callous,  scheming  world 

It  is  not  quite  as  simple  to  be  good 

As  you  would  have  it,  sister.     We  must  fight 

With  devils  and  subdue  them,  ere  we  boast 

Of  God's  good  company,  yea  stoop  to  meet 

The  hungry  claims  of  man  and  all  life's  ruth, 

Waving  bright  spear  and  polished  shield  through  filth, 

Ere  we  may  take  ourselves  to  heaven  and  rest, 

Smiling  above  the  battle.     We  are  born  of  earth, 

And  if  we  owe  at  last  our  souls  to  God, 

Our  debt  is  therefore  greater  to  our  kind 

While  we  make  sojourn  here.     What  else  means  love,  ■ 

What  hate,  or  all  the  pains  that  darkly  brood 

About  the  birth  of  joy,  than  this  same  debt 

We  owe  to  common  nature  ?     'Tis  her  will 

That  we  should  serve  her  lust,  would  we  have  bliss, 

Take  hands  in  this  familiar  game  of  life, 

If  we  would  win  the  goal  with  honour  sure, 

And  face  death's  frown  with  frank  and  fearless  eyes 

Even  now  life  throws  you  such  a  challenge,  sister, 

For  you  must  wed. 

Piccarda  (aghast) 
I  wed  ?     It  cannot  be  ! 

Corso 

Be  calm ;  hear  me,  and  let  not  fancies  crowd 
So  thick  upon  your  sense,  so  tangled  close 
That  light  is  all  barred  out.     You  cannot  be 
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For  ever  like  a  child  that  would  all  day 

Play  in  a  high-walled  garden  joyously, 

As  if  this  life  were  but  a  summer  path 

Curving  'mid  bedded  flowers  and  grassy  slopes, 

Where  never  man  has  trodden  nor  beast  cropped, 

But  only  God  walks  quietly.     Would  that  He 

Had  washed  the  world  for  ever  in  His  dew 

As  in  the  dawn- pure  eyes  of  innocence, 

That  we  might  like  the  rising  sun  be  glad, 

Nor  take  thought  for  the  morrow.     'Tis  not  so. 

And  you  must  wed,  my  sister,  or  we  fall, 

We  who  have  held  our  heads  high,  here  in  Florence 

Two  hundred  years.     For  ruin  waits  to  spring. 

PlCCARDA 

I  know  not  what  you  mean  by  ruin,  what 

By  head  held  high.     These  are  strange  words  to  me. 

For  how  can  ruin  be  as  long  as  the  sky 

Holds  calm  above  us,  and  the  soft  rains  come 

To  cool  the  earth,  and  winter's  soreness  yields 

To  the  sun's  healing.     Oh  !  these  are  foolish  words. 

What  head  is  held  high  save  it  look  to  God 

And  in  His  eyes  of  mercy,  His  serene 

And  smiling  countenance,  be  shorn  of  pride  ? 

We  cannot  suffer  aught  of  ill,  do  we 

Look  up  to  Him,  and  tire  not. 

Corso 

Sister,  enough  ! 
These  words  befit  a  convent,  not  the  vigil 
Before  your  wedding  day.     This  hour  to-morrow 
Your  cousin  shall  take  pleasure  in  his  bride. 
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He  is,  as  the  world  deems,  handsome,  young  and  wild, 

But  like  to  grow  more  sober  when  he  has 

A  tender  wife  to  draw  him  home  o'  nights  ; 

And  he  is  rich,  and  we  need  riches,  more 

Than  faith  in  God,  or  studious  hours  of  prayer.      .  . 

This  is  a  sultry  silence.     Come,  we'll  doff 

Your  sober  habit  first.     We  have  at  hand 

A  prettier  robe,  if  not  so  serviceable, 

A  thing  of  billowy  whiteness,  laced  with  silk, 

More  fitting  innocence  that  like  a  cloud 

Sails  proudly  o'er  the  heavens  to  meet  the  sun 

And  win  a  fiery  shipwreck. 

Piccarda  (slowly  and  in  anguish) 

I  cannot  strive, 
I  can  but  suffer  and  be  still.     Yet,  brother, 
Ponder  a  moment  before  you  take  and  tear 
This  habit  from  my  shoulders.     For  it  is 
The  emblem  of  my  loyalty  to  God, 
My  oath,  my  truth  are  in  its  rusty  lines 
Ploughed  deep,  as  life  is  in  the  sunken  soil. 
I  have  been  jealous  for  naught  else  but  God, 
He  is  the  flame  that  burns  at  my  life's  core, 
And,  parted  from  Him,  all  things  would  be  dark 
Since  first  I  gave  Him  my  weak  woman's  faith 
In  this  same  habit  garbed  and  meekly  veiled, 
I  have  been  folded  from  the  light  of  the  world, 
Shut  out  from  common  daylight,  as  are  you 
When,  in  the  winter,  days  fall  short,  and  soon 
You  swing  the  shutters  against  rain  and  blast. 
Yet,  as  the  fire  of  logs  that  blazes  bright 
Upon  your  hearth  and  fills  your  room  with  a  glow 
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Of  ruddy  cheer,  so  has  my  secret  love 

Burned  constant,  nay,  far  brighter  than  earth's  fire, 

More  dazzling  than  any  sunlight,  and  more  pure 

Than  a  young  moon  that  paves  the  sea  with  silver. 

This  inward  light  I  cherish  ;  in  its  beams 

I  live  ;  else  die  I  in  man's  sun.     Think,  now, 

My  brother,  had  you  in  your  youth,  when  life 

Lay  still  a  virgin  pasture  at  your  feet, 

And  you  were  brave  and  loving  and  full  of  faith 

As  is  a  spring  day  dawning,  had  you  then 

Pledged  soul  and  body  to  a  beauteous  maid 

Whom  you  had  wooed  in  her  shy  girlish  grace, 

And  plucked  as  you  would  pluck  an  opening  rose, 

When  the  first  sunlight  of  the  morning  makes 

The  dew  a  mesh  of  silver,  and  had  one  then 

Come  hastily  and  torn  you  two  apart, 

As  if  your  troth  was  but  an  idle  word 

Whispered  in  sleep,  your  fiery  passion  fond 

As  foam  upon  a  wave-crest,  how  would  you 

Have  borne  with  him,  how  answered,  how  endured  ? 

Corso 

It  holds  not,  sister,  this  your  parable, 
For  had  I  loved,  as  would  I  had,  a  maid 
When  still  my  heart  was  white  as  snow  new-fall'n, 
I  would  have  loved  her  as  a  man  must  love, 
With  the  blood  tingling  in  my  veins,  all  heaven 
Breathed  in  my  earth,  all  body  mixed  with  soul ; 
I  would  have  trembled  at  her  touch,  as  the  grass 
Beneath  the  soft  and  sudden  winds  of  summer 
That  waft  the  scent  of  meadows  through  the  night, 
Flushed  as  the  sky  to  name  her,  and  when  I  kissed, 
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Have  taken  all  the  world  of  sense  and  sound 

Into  my  arms  and  sealed  it  for  my  own. 

And  had  one  come  and  bid  me  then  to  wed 

Another,  curtly  as  is  the  world's  rough  way, 

I  should  have  drawn  my  lady  to  my  breast 

And  silenced  him  with  beauty's  argument, 

Till  in  the  glorious  morning  of  her  eyes 

His  rigour  melted.     Ah  !  could  you  so  summon 

This  God,  who  is  your  lover,  so  you  say, 

Did  eye  and  heart  new  kindle  at  His  coming 

As  drenched  earth  in  a  blaze  of  sudden  sun, 

Could  I  then  grasp  His  hand  and  know  Him  man 

By  the  frank  glance,  the  purpose  in  His  stride, 

Why  then  we'd  talk  no  more  of  to-morrow's  husband, 

Or  fortunes  sought  to  save  a  ruined  line. 

But,  girl,  the  very  priests  who  stole  your  youth 

And  poisoned  it  with  sermons,  teach  you  this — 

To  guard  against  the  phantoms  of  untruth. 

Piccarda 

Bear  with  me,  brother,  yet  a  little  while. 

Your  logic  is  not  good.     For  how  know  you 

That  she  your  heart  had  chosen  for  her  grace 

Would  have  taught  other  eyes  of  loveliness  ? 

Man's  vision  is  so  strange.     It  sees  not  well 

What  beauty  is,  and  only  love  may  glance 

The  soul  of  its  beloved — all  else  is  vain. 

We  are  blind  folk,  save  when  we  love  in  truth  ; 

Scarce  one  can  share  the  vision  of  a  friend, 

The  cherished  one  he  deemed  his  natural  brother  ; 

And  that  which  fired  the  tongue  of  seer  and  poet 

And  filled  their  eyes  with  splendour,  so  that  they  went 
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Proudly  all  their  days  in  that  fair  sight, 

Is  to  the  brute  world  nothingness.     Could  they, 

To  save  their  burning  souls,  have  drawn  to  earth 

The  heavenly  image  of  their  ecstasy, 

The  face,  the  form,  the  conquering  countenance, 

That  went  with  them  by  day,  and  in  the  night 

Troubled  their  dreams  with  passion  ?     Even  so 

It  is  with  God  and  me. 

Corso  (angrily) 

And  let  it  be. 
Is  God  so  little-minded  and  so  poor 
In  love  and  sweet  warm  human  charity 
That  He  will  have  none  love  Him  being  a  wife  ? 
Is  every  girl  who  runs  with  trembling  joy 
Into  a  husband's  arms,  then,  false  to  God  ? 
Is  marriage  devil's  work,  so  dark  a  deed 
That  never  may  a  wedded  woman  see 
The  stars  in  heaven  again,  or  the  sunny  eyes 
Of  a  spring  morning  ?     Sister,  you  are  far  gone 
In  madness.     We  must  doff  it  with  this  shroud, 
That  homelier  delights  may  pluck  you  earthward. 
For  with  but  little  use  they  will  prove  kind 
To  flesh  and  spirit  both,  and  your  starved  heart 
Shall  grow  to  health  and  hope,  as  flowers  do 
When  into  their  chaste  petals  colour  runs 
Flushing  with  joy,  and  from  their  chaliced  depths 
They  breathe  out  sweetness  gathered  from  the  soil. 
In  yonder  chamber  is  your  wedding  dress, 
And  all  the  soft  gear  that  a  bride  should  have. 
You  blush  ?     What  !  does  your  woman's  heart  awake 
From  its  drugged  sleep  of  prayer  ?  Does  the  quelled  blood 
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Beat  up  again  from  cheerless  dark,  the  pulse 
Leap  to  the  throb  of  day  ?     Ten  hours  you  have 
To  dress  your  body  for  the  lists  of  love 
And  make  all  beautiful. 

(He  snatches  off  the  habit.)     By  heaven,  sister, 
You  are  too  fair  to  hide  yourself  from  man. 
Your  husband  will  be  glad  of  this.     You  have  power 
In  beauty  like  a  garden  that  in  spring 
Was  richly  sown,  and  left  until  high  summer 
Unvisited,  and  then  found  ripe  in  bloom 
Beyond  all  promise.     Go  now  and  sleep  awhile ; 
Your  nights  may  well  be  restless  after  this, 
For  young  your  cousin  is  and  wild  as  the  sea 
Still  tossing  up  the  shelving  shore  of  years. 
He  will  give  you  passion's  plenty,  you  shall  drink 
Of  life  again,  cool  draughts  from  earth's  deep  well, 
Draughts  of  a  shuddering  ecstasy.     But  now 
To  bed — for  we  have  burnt  the  dark  away, 
And  when  the  sportive  sun  tops  yonder  hills, 
He  comes  to  you  a  bridegroom  to  a  bride. 

Piccarda 

Stay,  brother,  but  one  moment.     For  I  am  dazed 

With  horror.     I  cannot  speak  the  things  I  would. 

Oh  !     I  am  not  as  other  women  are. 

You  know  I  have  been  ever  timid,  shy, 

Like  a  child  lost  in  cruel  darkness.     The  world 

Has  been  all  storm  to  me,  and  on  its  waves 

I  am  but  shipwrecked,  whirled  away  like  wreckage 

The  rough  swell  gulfs  and  spurns  and  tosses  on. 

I  cannot  live  in  its  too  seething  waters. 

But  breath  comes  short,  and  in  my  head  the  thunder 
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Of  death's  tremendous  blast  rolls  ever  louder, 

And  in  my  limbs  I  know  his  freezing  cold 

And  dizzy  numbness.     Spare  me,  or  believe 

That  never  shall  I  live  to  see  the  sun 

Rise  on  the  night  which  pinions  me  a  bride. 

For  why  think  you  that  I  so  early  fled 

Away  from  the  clear  stream  of  natural  days, 

Even  when  April  frolicked  in  my  blood 

And  I  was  glad  with  living — but  because 

Ever  I  feared  the  cruelty  that  lay 

Behind  the  sunny  scene,  ready  to  spring, 

Like  a  starved  beast  that  stalks  with  stealthy  pad 

The  secret  woods,  still  hungering  for  the  night  ? 

I  dared  not  linger  then,  but  fled  to  God 

In  whom  alone  is  surely  gentleness. 

0  brother,  hear  me  !     I  am  frailly  wrought, 
And  any  roughness  mars  me.     How  can  I  love 
As  the  world  loves,  who,  yet  a  girl,  would  start 
And  shrink  away  when  I  have  seen  two  kiss 
With  passion  on  their  lips  ?     And  now  two  years 

1  have  been  safe  with  God,  and  I  have  learnt 
The  peace  strung  high  beyond  all  words,  the  joy 
In  which  all  music,  all  desire,  all  faith 

Is  gathered  up,  the  love  of  naught  but  soul. 

Corso 

I  must  be  brief  with  you.     For  these  are  words 
Oft  uttered,  that  I  warrant,  by  a  maid 
Turned  coy  upon  her  wedding  night.     Fear  not, 
Life  seems  a  fiery  monster  to  the  craven 
Who  never  ventures  out  into  the  dark. 
But  he  is  kind  to  those  who  dare  his  face 


THE   MERCY   OF   GOD  47 

And  mate  their  strength  with  his,  aye,  full  of  sweets 
Undreamt  of  by  the  coward  in  his  cell, 
That  grow  more  genial  to  the  sense,  as  time 
Flowers  over  each  !     Child,  think  no  more  of  this, 
Love's  but  a  dream  upon  the  waves  of  sleep. 

(Corso  goes  out.  Piccarda  remains  at  first 
crouching  motionless,  then  falls  heavily  upon 
her  knees.) 

Piccarda 

"  Think  no  more  of  this  \  "     O  cruel  tongue, 
O  cruel  hand,  O  heartless,  heartless  brother  ! 
When  through  my  reeling  brain  the  redhot  thought 
Runs  in  a  stream  of  lava — "  Think  no  more— — -" 

0  gracious  sir,  you  are  indeed  too  kind 
To  leave  so  fair  a  benediction.     Come, 

Tear  out  my  brain,  bid  stop  my  beating  heart, 
Gouge  out  my  eyes  and  sew  these  lips  together, 
And  then  perhaps  I  shall  sleep  well  at  night, 
Sleep  well  without  ill  dreams.     O  God,  God, 
If  I  have  ever  loved  Thee,  hearken  now  ! 
Why  didst  Thou  make  Thy  simple  child  so  weak, 
For  were  I  strong  as  other  women  are, 
My  need  of  Thee  might  be  a  little  less, 
More  deaf  my  ears  to  Thy  enchanting  voice, 
My  eyes  more  blind  to  Thy  great  beauty,  yea, 
My  heart  a  little  lighter  than  it  is. 

1  have  been  very  faithful  to  Thee,  God, 
Because  in  Thee  is  strength,  and  I  am  weak. 

Why  didst  Thou  make  me  weak  ?     There  is  no  thing 
In  all  the  world  that  weighs  so  hard  as  this 
In  the  scale  of  happiness.     O  I  am  weak 
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In  all  save  love  for  Thee.     My  body  bends 

And  flinches  as  the  long  grass  in  the  wind. 

I  cannot  bear  the  heat  of  the  day,  am  swept 

Seaward  by  so  small  a  wash  of  tide, 

And  in  the  darkness  shiver,  ever  dreaming 

Things  dreadful  and  obscene.     Yet  until  now 

Thou  hast  been  as  a  light  shining  far  off, 

Familiar,  warm  and  kind,  to  which  my  steps 

Might  slowly  falter,  ever  drawing  nearer 

Until  I  knew  the  comfort  of  Thine  eyes 

Scanning  me  close  ;  or  in  the  day,  a  pillar 

Built  high  above  the  teeming  turbid  world, 

Upon  a  rock  firm  set  and  bravely  washed 

By  the  cool  winds  of  all  uncleanliness, 

To  which  I  might  cling  fondly  ;  or  again 

Amid  the  fever  of  noon,  when  oft  I  felt 

Life's  sultry  blood  move  panther-like  through  all 

The  smouldering  arteries  of  the  sodden  earth, 

Sleek,  smiling,  full  of  threat — ah  !  then 

I  ran  to  Thee  as  to  a  cloister  cool, 

Dappled  with  gracious  shade,  and  full  of  the  sound 

Of  dreaming  waters  dancing  in  the  sun. 

Now  all  this  is  of  yesterday.     O  God, 

Let  me  but  die  that  I  may  be  with  Thee  ! 

Death  were  a  little  boon  to  grant,  and  I — 

What  care  I  for  this  body,  this  thin  veil 

Of  tissued  flesh  and  palpitating  sense, 

That  wraps  my  soul  around  ?     Yet  it  is  Thine, 

And  one  would  tear  it  and  Thy  treasure  steal. 

O  this  is  awful,  it  is  passed  beyond 

All  shame  and  terror.     It  is  naked  hell 

Opening  in  cold  foul  blackness  at  my  feet ; 
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That  I  should  be  dragged  hence  to-morrow  morn 
And  flung  into  a  bed  of  infamy, 
Mated  to  one,  not  gentle  as  men  go, 
Not  even,  as  are  some  whom  I  have  seen 
In  girlish  days,  of  courteous  mien  and  kind, 
With  wisdom's  sober  grace  and  frank,  chaste  eyes, 
But  one,  a  brutal  gallant,  schooled  in  vice, 
With  loose  mouth  leering  and  lascivious  glance. 
O  God,  I  speak  not  as  I  would,  my  tongue 
Trips  into  palsied  passion  when  it  turns 
From  talk  with  Thee.     But  I  am  weak  to-night  : 
Thou  seemest  very  far  away,  and  pain 
Drifts  like  a  cloud  of  poison  'twixt  my  soul 
And  its  fixed  star.     O  art  Thou  angry  then  ? 
Ah  !  say  not  so.     I  never  knew  Thee  angry. 
Dost  Thou  but  scorn  my  sickly  trust  in  Thee  ? 

0  make  it  healthier  then.     I  am  not  wise, 

1  only  love,  and  since  I  knelt  to  pray 

I  am  grown  very  weary.     Canst  Thou  know 

What  'tis  to  be  grown  weary,  how  the  flesh 

Hangs  like  an  aching  load  of  rubble,  cast 

Upon  the  soul  to  bury  it  from  light  ? 

How  all  fair  things  that  we  have  stretched  our  hands 

In  happier  hours  to  take,  seem  poor  and  vain, 

And  even  love  dies  slowly,  flickering  out 

Like  a  sad  fire  in  the  ashes  ?     I  am  tired 

As  time  to-night.     Dost  Thou  remember  when 

A  little  child,  I  danced  among  the  flowers 

Of  my  father's  garden,  that  proud,  silent  man, 

Whose  visage  troubled  me  ?     All  then  was  glad, 

And  in  the  woods  that  crowded  to  our  gates 

I  heard,  those  summer  mornings,  as  I  woke, 
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Naught  but  the  mingled  song  of  birds,  that  chimed 
Like  a  thousand  bells  in  blended  tumult.     Day 
Brought  wonder  then  and  ecstasy.     I  ran 
Like  the  wandering  wind  that  searches  through  the 

glade 
For  haunts  of  cool  green  silence.     I  was  wild 
And  naught  might  stay  me.   They  that  deemed  it  folly, 
And  sought  to  bind  my  spirit  in  the  chains 
Of  custom,  strove  in  vain.     As  well  had  they 
Striven  to  pluck  the  perfume  from  a  flower. 
All  then  was  beauty  to  me  ;    in  the  light 
Of  my  exceeding  happiness  the  world 
Lay  bathed,  flooded  with  golden  glamour.     Now 
I  looked  upon  the  low  hills  curving  blue 
From  off  the  dappled  plain,  where  silverly 
The  river  wound  and  glittered  to  the  sea, 
And  deemed  it  heaven  and  sped  there  at  the  thought, 
And  now  with  still  the  glory  of  that  dream 
Blinding  my  eyes  with  radiance,  I  would  turn 
And  see  in  men  gods  walking  upon  earth  ! 
In  stature  noble,  lithe  and  full  of  grace, 
Poised  as  on  tiptoe  for  the  certain  doing 
Of  high  heroic  things.     O  happy  time, 
When  all  was  fair  and  fresh  and  sweetly  smelling 
As  is  a  summer  dawn  !  how  brief  they  seem, 
Those  years  of  girlish  innocence,  how  brief  ! 
And  yet  I  thought  their  bliss  eternal  once  .  .  . 
But  slowly  fear  grew  in  me,  like  a  germ 
Of  pestilence,  that  saps  the  strength  in  secret. 
Long  I  knew  it  not ;  for  if  I  shrank 
Suddenly  away  from  living  thing, 
With  taut  nerves  all  aquiver,  yet  my  heart 
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Was  filled  so  full  of  eager  joy  that  soon 

Terror  was  gulfed  in  gladness.     Till  one  day 

It  chanced  that  to  my  father's  house  there  came 

A  stranger,  dark-browed,  swarthy,  with  bright  eyes, 

Who  looking  on  me  smiled,  and  took  me  up 

In  his  great  arms  and  kissed  me  laughingly. 

It  was  a  little  thing  ;  but  none  can  tell 

The  horror  that  flowed  over  me,  how  blenched 

My  flesh,  as  if  a  scalding  stream  had  fall'n 

Upon  it  naked.     Then  as  in  a  flash 

I  saw  into  the  secrets  of  the  earth, 

Felt  all  her  stealthy  cunning  with  a  rush 

Of  awful  revelation.     From  that  hour 

Fear  ruled  my  joy  and  scarce  would  let  me  sleep. 

O  God,  hast  Thou  known  what  it  is  to  fear 

Darkness  in  all  things,  till  the  mounting  sun 

Is  cheerless  for  the  nearer  night  it  heralds  ? 

No,  these  are  idle  words  ;  for  Thou  art  light 

Untainted  with  one  particle  of  shade, 

And  Thou  rememberest  how  I  turned  to  Thee 

When  all  earth's  beauty  faded  from  my  eyes, 

Like  a  proud  city  crumpled  into  dust, 

Or  smiling  fields  storm-beaten  and  wiped  out 

By  night,  as  if  they  never  had  been  there. 

O  God,  how  beautiful  Thou  art,  how  calm, 

Unfevered,  iridescent,  pure  !     I  live 

Anew  in  thoughts  of  Thee.     All  discord  flees, 

All  jar  of  difference,  all  dark  opposites 

That  seek  each  other's  downfall.     I  am  caught  away 

From  time  and  care  and  weariness.     I  am  borne 

Aloft  on  wings,  as  song-enchanted  bird 

Tossing  in  mid  air,  I  am  a  golden  beam 
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Dancing  from  spire  to  spire,  a  globe  of  dew- 
Couched  in  a  flower-cup,  I  am  life  and  death 
Smiling  in  each  other's  arms. 

Alas! 
It  passes,  that  wild  ecstasy ;  I  am 
A  stricken  woman  panting  at  Thy  feet. 
O  spare  me,  God  :  Thy  power  no  chains  can  fetter. 
Thou  wouldst  not  that  Thy  child  should  suffer  things 
More  dark  than  pitchy  death.    Time  bares  his  teeth — 

0  quickly  take  me  to  Thyself.     My  heart 
Is  in  a  tumult,  my  fogg'd  head  with  pain 

Is  frantic.     O  kind  God,  rain  down  Thy  mercy  ; 

1  can  but  pray  a  little  longer  now. 

My  lips  are  burning  dry.     They  crack  with  speech. 
Terror  is  at  my  throat.     O  answer  Thou  ! 

God 

/  have  heard  thee,  child ;  so  true  a  love  as  thine 
I  will  not  fail :  look  now  at  thy  right  hand. 

Piccarda  (speaking  as  if  in  sleep) 

All's  dark  about  me.     Do  I  dream  this  thing  ? 

My  heart  is  very  quiet  suddenly, 

My  soul  floats  as  on  wings.     How  still  it  is  ! 

Did  God  then  speak  to  me  ?     I  heard  a  voice 

That  seemed  the  very  murmur  of  all  calm, 

Softer  than  sound  of  waves  heard  far  away 

Washing  a  drowsy  shore.     It  bid  me  look 

At  my  right  hand.     But  wherefore  ?  what  avails 

This  little  hand,  these  restless  fingers,  shaped 

To  wander  trembling  o'er  the  keys  of  life 

And  make  sad  music  ?     Little  can  they  do 
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To  stay  the  steps  of  doom.     Then  was  it  God 
Or  some  sly  demon  spoke,  or  my  own  soul 
Telling  an  unquiet  dream  ?     Nay,  only  God 
Could  breathe  out  such  a  majesty  of  peace, 
Softer  in  tone  than  twilight's  stillness,  when 
Amid  flaked  clouds  we  hear  the  brush  of  wings 
From  late  birds  lingering  homeward  in  the  dusk. 
It  must  have  been  Thy  voice,  God  ;  I  am  glad 
Suddenly  as  the  fields  and  woods,  when  clouds 
Trail  off  before  the  blythe  victorious  sun  ; 
That  could  not  be,  unless  Thy  voice  had  stilled 
My  chattering  fear. 

"  Look  now  at  thy  right  hand  " — 
Why,  here  it  is,  Lord,  thine  and  innocent. 
Yet,  though  it  be  not  stained  with  darkest  sin, 
I  pray  Thee  make  it  whiter  than  it  is — 
But  what  is  this  upon  its  back,  just  where 
It  broadens  between  wrist  and  thumb  ?     It  is 
All  swoln  and  red,  as  if  a  venomed  snake 
Had  emptied  there  his  poison.     This  is  strange  ; 
How  often  have  I  looked  on  this  small  hand 
And  found  no  stain  before  ! 

(Starting.)     But  what  is  this  ? 
I  see  a  white  spot  in  a  blot  of  red, 
A  diamond  set  in  rubies.     Do  my  eyes 
Dance  madness  ?     Is  this  even  as  it  seems  ? 
I  feel  it — it  is  like  a  little  stone, 
Say  rather  like  a  flake  of  grit,  of  dust, 
That  rubs  against  the  skin  and  makes  it  hot 
And  tender. 

(There  is  a  silence ;  then,  exultingly.) 
O  my  soul,  be  glad,  it  is 
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The  plague-spot.     I  am  hateful  now  to  men, 
Clean  life  shall  spit  upon  me.     O  vigilant  God, 
How  wise  Thou  art  !     Thou  hast  not  failed  my  need 
But  stamped  me  Thine.      I  am  baptised  anew 
By  this  sign  hated  of  the  world.     To  Thee 
It  is  a  blot  of  nothingness,  a  scar 
Won  in  Thy  warfare. 

I  have  never  known 
Such  peace  as  steals  upon  me  now,  such  joy, 
Such  surety.     Darkness  is  for  evermore 
Burnt  up  in  daylight  :  terror  is  dissolved 
In  gladness.     I  am  all  light  and  air.     I  live 
As  one  who  has  seen  marvels  from  the  crest 
Of  some  great  mountain  wave.     I  am  beaten  up 
The  shore  of  time  like  foam  that  soon  shall  melt 
Into  bright  sunshine.     I  am  alone  henceforth 
With  Thee,  God,  and  eternity.     How  good 
Is  this  sealed  solitude,  to  walk  the  earth 
As  if  it  all  were  mine  for  evermore, 
And  none  should  wake  at  daybreak  to  affright 
Me  plucking  flowers  in  the  glimmering  dew. 
My  heart  is  soothed  to  quietness  now.     What  else 
Could  I  have  asked  of  Thee,  O  God,  but  this  ? — 
To  live  a  little  while,  a  leper  shunned, 
An  outcast  from  the  flesh,  and  when  I  die 
Run  home  to  Thee,  as  children  when  night  falls, 
Happy  but  footsore,  on  Thy  breast  to  be 
Healed  of  all  harm,  Thou  bridegroom  of  my  soul. 
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